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JEFF LANGAN IS NO LONGER A  T H I E F  b a r s n e s s / g f
P /<P S '
by special
J o h n  Barsness 
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J e f f  Langan stole his first car at the age of t w e l v e . He was caught, and 
real i z i n g  that there was no financial future in car theft, started ro b b i n g  Bozeman 
gas s t a t i o n s c He and a friend w o uld enter a station, claim to be warming up or 
making a phone call, wait until the attendant left to pump gas, then ring the 
cash r e g ister and take fifty dollars. They were always careful not to take so 
m u c h  money that it would be i m mediately missed.
During the next few years Jeff had a few brushes w i t h  the law, but he w a s n ’t 
convicted on a felony charge until he was 15. He was sent to the Pine Hills School 
for Boys (the Montana juvenile c o r rection center) in Miles City,
That was eight years ago. Today, he's on the "other side" as founder and 
di r e c t o r  of Friends to Youth, Inc., a M i s s o u l a - b a s e d  o r g a n i z a t i o n  that runs the 
PARTNERS program, a c o u n seling service for hard-core juvenile offenders.
The road from child criminal to p r o f essional counselor has b e e n  a long one.
It started in Miles City. "I got out of Pine Hills in f o u r - a n d - a - h a l f  months, 
w h ich at the time was a record for the m i n i m u m  stay," Langan said. "I realized 
that I was headed toward a dead end, and was out quickly, s u p posedly well on the 
w a y  to 'rehabilitation'."
He r e t urned to Bozeman with a new perspective. Rather than return to his 
high school friends and their environment of crime, he decided to enter college.
But he was only sixteen and b a r e l y  had completed, the ninth grade at Pine Hills.
Even after some b e n d i n g  of the rules allowed h i m  to take and pass the General 
Educational E q uivalency test and the M o n t a n a  entrance exams, he was denied 
admission to M o n t a n a  State U n i versity in Bozeman.
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"At that point I w a s n’t really sure w h y  I was trying to go to college,"
Langan said. "But 1 was damn sure that I w a s n ’t going back to the life I ’d been 
leading." He ended up was h i n g  dishes for a year while trying to get into school, 
and finally put in a semes t e r  at M o n t a n a  Tech ("not the best place in the world 
to get an e d ucation in social work," Langan s a i d ) 0 But it enabled h i m  to transfer 
to Mon t a n a  S t a t e .
At the time lie was still b e ing ’r e h a b i l i t a t e d’; a state p r o g r a m  paid for his 
tuition and books and allowed hi m  $130 a month. " I t’s tough for anyone to live 
on a hundred and thirty bucks a mon t h , "  Langan said, "so I ended up w o r k i n g  six 
months o f  the year in construc t i o n . "
E v e n t u a l l y  he decided to beco m e  involved in counseling, and feeling that the 
Uni v e r s i t y  o f  M o n t a n a  has the state's best s ociology program, he enrolled here in 
c r i m i n o l o g y - s o c i o l o g y .
Just going to school w a s n ’t enough, however. "I was r e alizing mo r e  and more 
that p o v e r t y  and the need for rec o g n i t i o n  had driven me to r o bbing gas stations 
and stealing cars. I w a n t e d  to help kids in the same situation, and felt that I 
was capable o f  h e l p i n g  even then." He applied for a grant and work e d  wi t h  the 
Misso u l a  County juvenile court as a p r o b a t i o n  officer.
The ap p r o a c h  he used then is the basis for the PARTNERS p r o g r a m  today. He 
met the kids on a one-to-one basis and gave th e m  support, someone they could turn 
to when they got in trouble. Most juveniles turn to crime because th e y  d o n’t 
c o mmunicate w i t h  t h e i r  parents and as a cry for atten t i o n  and understanding. But 
L a n g a n’s door was always open, even in the m i d d l e  of the night, and it was plain 
to the kids that he cared.
His background, too, helped in his re l a t i o n s h i p  wi t h  the kids. "Once they 
learned about the crimes I ’d c ommitted and m y  stay at Pine Hills, t h e y’d open a 
little more. A  lot of kids steal or deal in drugs b e cause of poverty, w h i c h  was 
one of the main reasons I stole. T h e y  saw that I was d o ing all right without 
resorting to crime, even though I ’d come from the same type of bac k g r o u n d  they had."
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His approach worked better than any tried b y  the county courts, and during 
the next two years he expanded it, bring i n g  in and t r a ining U n i v e r s i t y  of Montana 
students ma j o r i n g  in social-work f i e l d s „ Even t u a l l y  he had 20 stude n t s  working 
u n der h i m 0 The results continued to be i m p r e s s i v e 0 The pr o g r a m  w o r k e d  with an 
average of 50 kids a year, and the recidivism rate was 36 percent lower than it 
had been in other programs.
Langan's success as a proba t i o n  o f f i c e r  convinced hi m  he could use the same 
technique o utside the court s y s t e m c T h erefore this spring he started Friends to 
Y o uth and in O c t o b e r  resigned his job at the courthouse to set up PARTNERS .in the 
First Fe d e r a l  .building. With all the work, he's had a hard time s queezing in 
classes at the University, but he plans to finish his degree this w i n t e r  and spring.
The PARTNERS approach is a com b i n a t i o n  of coun s e l i n g  and recreation. The 
kids are hard-core offenders who are ma t c h e d  o n e - t o - o n e  wi t h  trained counselors.
The juvenile and counselor sign an agreement to meet for a m i n i m u m  n u m b e r  of hours 
a w e e k  for one year. The meetings are b o t h  informal and relaxed; some take place 
during the recreational activities provi d e d  through the program. T h e s e  are outdoor- 
oriented, and include horseback rides, float trips and c r o s s - c o u n t r y  skiing.
Langan c arefully screens and trains all counselors - u s u a l l y  volunteers - who 
wish to w o r k  with the kids. He poi n t e d  out that the o n e - t o - o n e  appro a c h  has been 
tried b y  o t her programs, but that the results were often disappointing. Al t h o u g h  
the counselors were enthusiastic, they didn't know m u c h  about juvenile problems. 
Therefore, Langan interviews and trains the counselors to be sure they'll be able 
to give the kids the kind of crucial support they need. "It doesn't do much good 
to m atch a tr o u b l e d  youth with someone he can't depend on when he's in trouble, or 
who w o n ’t spend time w i t h  h i m  if it gets to be i n c o n v e n i e n t 0n
Besides counseling, Langan feels there are other p o s itive aspects to the program. 
He believes his experience as a proba t i o n  officer was valuable, and he's trying to 
give other University students the same opportunity. Right now three seniors and 
a graduate are in the program. "They're also a bi g  help because they w o r k  cheap,
-more-
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like for nothing," Langan said, l a u g h i n g „
PARTNERS couldn't survive w i thout such volun t e e r  help and money,, Part of the 
pro g r a m  is funded by a grant, but the bulk o f  the money comes from donations by 
pri v a t e  individuals and b u s i n e s s e s 0
I t’s been more than 10 years since J e f f  Langan robbed a gas station,, Several 
months ago, while talking with a p r i s o n  official, he d i s covered that his robbery 
p a r t n e r  o f  a decade ago has b e e n  in and out of the state p e n i t e n t i a r y  on various 
b u r g l a r y  c o n v i c t i o n s c Wh y  did one young criminal end up in prison and the other 
on the oppos i t e  side of the law? " T h a t’s what we're t r y i n g  to find out and prevent, 
Langan said, "Right now, it. looks like w e ’re succeeding,,"
